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Paradigm Shifts

On the Outside Looking In:
My Journey Back to the Classroom·
BY MARK CONLEY
I was an English/reading teacher in Upstate New
York for three years. This year marks my tenth year
as a college professor. For the past five years, I have
been on a journey back to the classroom. This is the
first time I have reflected in print about what the
trip has been like.
I am not the only professor taking this journey.
There are professors across the country interested
in greater collaboration with public school teachers.
Nor am I telling this story to call attention to myself.
I want to tell you what it has been like for me and
share some of my hopes for the future.
I wanted to return to the classroom for several
reasons. One reason has to do with preparing teachers. A 21 year-old college kid has to mature pretty
quickly, going from passive student to on-stage
teacher, all in a relatively short period of time.
The challenge is made perhaps needlessly more
difficult by what I call the problem of pleasing too
many masters. A student-teacher kid has to please
methods class professors, university coordinators,
field instructors and cooperating teachers. All too
often, these people provide conflicting messages
about lesson planning, classroom management,
dealing with parents. The list goes on and on. With
the student-teacher kids in the middle, we frequently
descend into stereotypes, embodied in statements
like "Those university people are just too theoretical"
or "why don't those public school people ever think
about what they're doing to kids?" In the meantime,
the student-teacher kid's major clientele, the children served by public schools, cry out in some notso-subtle ways ''You'd better pay attention to us!" A
reason I want to return to the classroom is to develop
more common understandings about teaching and
learning and teacher education among us all.
A second reason for my journey has to do with my
own personal exploration. I was only 24 when I
finished my third year of teaching at Ithaca (NY)
High School and decided to get a PhD in reading. I

had just barely learned how to teach. Since then, I
have learned a lot ABOUT teaching through many
great teachers, some wise professors and a number
of wonderful student-teachers. But I haven't had the
chance TO TEACH in ways that would allow me to
personally test out the ideas I was using while coaching beginning and experienced teachers. My ears
burned whenever I heard professors using a phrase I
often used: "I was a teacher once." Increasingly, the
phrase rang hollow to me, as I listened to teachers
talk about the greater complexity they face in today's
schools. I wanted to go back to the classroom to get
some new reality, to learn more about myself as a
teacher.
So what are the facts of this case? Did he really drop
everything and put in full days all year in a classroom? The transformation has been gradual. It had
to be. In ten years, I became part of the university
culture. I still get my paycheck from the university.
I signed on to work in the Professional Development School movement, a nationwide effort to
build collaboration between universities and public
schools around teacher education. This gave me my
first opportunity to teach school regularly. I worked
at Holmes Middle School in Flint several days a
week for nearly three years, co-teaching with Pam
Nagy, a language arts teacher, and Patti Wagner, a
special education teacher. No, not every day. After
all, Flint is 60 miles from my home; I still had many
of my university duties like teaching courses and
developing program. And I was a beginner all over
again. Pam and Patti were very patient as some of
my grand ideas confronted cold realities of school.
Through our collaboration, we eventually learned to
use some of my theoretical zaniness and I began to
understand how teachers make some very practical
decisions. Together, we created a writing program for
seventh graders that continues to grow.
Now I am working at Holt Junior High. Since the
school is only 5 minutes from my house, I have even
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greater opportunity to teach. Last year, I participated in a new interdisciplinary team working with
eight graders. I assisted with team planning and
co-taught English and mathematics every day for
most of the year. I say most of the year because my
professor life never went away. I am still expected to
teach at the college, render service to local schools
and national government and present research at
state and national conferences. As I dove deeper into
school and classroom while continuing ties with the
college, I was not prepared for the internal tensions
I would face nor the reactions from public school and
university colleagues.
Immersed in the school culture, I felt an immediate
reduction in time available to think and write. Accustomed to the pace and solitude of writing one or two
days per week in my basement, now I was confronted
with the pressures of disrupting up instruction daily
for kids who are at a time in their lives where school
is low on their list of priorities. Where before I could
wonder endlessly inside my head in my own private
world of ideas, now I was jarred into worrying about
a backup plan in case I bombed in further hour. This
made me question the call for teachers to become
actions researchers. I wondered how teachers could
ever find the time to do research, given the unrelenting mental and physical demands of a school day. I
was tired.
Teachers with whom I work were at first unsure
about what I meant when I said I wanted to teach
with them. Professors often came to watch, but never
to work alongside. The teachers check me out to see
if I care as much about their students as they did.
Working side by side, I gradually earned their trust
and became a colleague.
Our relationship could have as easily gone another
direction. As one teacher shared with me: "if you
did not act as you did, we would have found a way
to shut you out." She paused a minute and her next
statement took my by surprise. "And you would not
even have known it!" I did not doubt her. This made
me wonder about how many times teachers and
other outsiders, such as professors and consultants
dance around each other, teacher keeping outsiders
beyond arm's length and professor doing short stints
in public schools sometimes overestimating the
impact of their presence.
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The reaction from university colleagues began as
gentle teasing: "Do you want us to send your paycheck to you out there "Why'd you get your PhD?
Just to work in a school?" Some professors, in advising me about my experiences, revealed a banker's
point of view about time spent in schools. As one
individual counseled: ''You know, you've spent a lot
of time out there this year. You won't' have to spend
nearly as much time there next year." As a professor,
he suggested, you invest your time and build trust so
you can make withdrawals later.
I think about my work as bridging university and
school cultures but some professors view me with
great suspicion. I felt particularly torn during a
sensitive meeting between the school district and the
university about the placement of student teachers.
I was rendered speechless because I identified with
the concerns of both groups yet could side with neither. After the meeting, I was chastised by university
colleagues for not speaking vigorously enough on
their behalf. It struck me that by immersing myself
in the school culture, in effect moving from outsider
to insider in the public school, I now risk looking
back at the university as an outsider looking in. I
have to learn to apply the same measure of patience
and understanding to my university colleagues that
has become second nature as I work at the school.
So where am I in my journey? I have changed along
the way. I can't go back and I have a long way to go;
my path is no longer clearly defined by the university or my mentor professors. I'm not really a public
school teacher but I am also not the professor I was
before. The challenge ahead is no less than to change
the system, breaking down the walls that divide us
while forging new relationships.
Glimmers of a very promising future keep me
motivated. This past summer, 17 teachers from Holt
Junior High posed problems of practice to prospective teachers. Pairing teachers and student teachers
at the school has been uncharacteristically easy this
fall. My hunch is that a base of common understanding about teaching and learning is evolving. Our
conversations about teacher education in the next
few months will bring us even closer.
When I conclude my career, I hope that there are no
longer insiders and outsiders in teaching and teacher
education, that we have found better ways to work
together so that everyone grows and learns.
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